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Abstract 
There is little available epidemiological data on gender-based violence; thus, there is an 
of violence against older women, their characteristics and their needs. This study aims to raise awareness of the importance and 
need to understand and properly address cases of gender violence against older women and intervene with resources that suit 
their needs. To achieve its objectives, a study using a survey was conducted of those responsible for the main gender violence 
services in Mallorca around three issues: the profile of battered women, the most common typ
interventions. The results indicate that new action guidelines for older women who suffer from gender violence should be 
established. In particular, emphasis is placed on promoting properly equipped homes and improving coordination between 
specialised services with suitably qualified professionals at their disposal. 
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1. Introduction 
Gender violence is a real and alarming problem that occurs at all ages. Although policies have been promoted to 
defend victims  rights and support major lines of action, women resist reporting abuse even today. The lack of 
complaints is especially notable in women over 64 years of age, who for the most part bear violence in silence. 
However, as reflected in the literature, this problem has not generated interest in Spain, either in practice or research. 
It is assumed that domestic violence is over by age 60 or even earlier. This distorted perception of gender violence 
explains the dearth of information and research on the current status of battered older women, their needs and their 
requirements. 
Several factors explain the low social awareness of this issue. To begin with, the conceptualisation of the cases is 
diffuse, i.e., in most cases, gender violence is categorised as a subtype of senior abuse. This categorisation means 
that age is considered the main trigger for abuse. Buchbinder and Winterstein (2004) explain that in lumping these 
assaults together as elder abuse, the differences between men and women are ignored, which is dangerous since it 
masks assaults by partners from view - victims are not considered battered women even by gender violence 
associations. Instead, they are viewed as weak, fragile, dependent and even hard to treat; they are viewed as people 
who require a good deal of attention and exhaust caregivers, in this case, their partners. This perspective undermines 
the seriousness of domestic violence and diverts the focus of any action that is planned. Victims will not be 
separated from abusers, nor will measures be directly taken against violence; instead, the seniors will be medicalised 
and guidelines drafted to reduce caregivers  tension and stress; thus, the violence will not stop. 
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As mentioned above, a look at national statistics from Spain shows the scarcity of complaints by older women; 
while 21,567 cases of abuse were reported over the course of 31-40 years, 968 cases were reported by women age 
64 or older in 2007. This also influences the perception of gender violence as a young woman s problem. However, 
the number of homicides by partners reflects different information, since up to 10 women age 64 or older were 
murdered, a figure not far from the 15 deaths of women between 31 and 40 years old. The high percentage of 
spousal murders (13.56% of the women killed were over 64 years old) and low percentage of complaints (Iborra, 
2009) in 2009 highlight the invisibility of abuse and the possibility that the abuse of elderly women is a continuation 
of a domestic violence they have been enduring for many years. This thinking is reflected in studies from countries 
such as Canada, the US, Australia and the United Kingdom, which support the notion that older women undergo 
gender violence to the same extent as young women do (Mouton et al. 2004). These statistics must be understood as 
only capturing a part of reality, the tip of the iceberg. 
An examination of the reasons that lead elderly victims to keep quiet shows that they are associated with sexist 
and age-related beliefs. To begin with, the different political, cultural and social factors that were current before the 
1980s encouraged the justification and toleration of spousal abuse; thus, women who are now 60 years old or older 
perceive abuse as normal or assume that they must bear it. The normalisation of these assaults led to a low 
awareness of suffering abuse; therefore, women find it hard to report. This habitualisation of violence also affects 
family members, socio-health professionals and in general, its perception by society, which does not detect signs of 
violence, nor reconsiders its existence. 
At other times, gender violence is not reported because the profile of battered women offered by the media and 
promoted in advertising campaigns is not identified. Typically, ad campaigns, action lines and the resources 
promoted target young women, including those with dependent children; thus, older women are unaware that they 
can access these resources or believe that these resources do not meet their demands and needs, because the physical 
and emotional limitations that come with being older are not taken into account. Older women as a group may have 
limitations typical of age, such as the loss of autonomy and the need for an adapted environment with no 
architectural barriers, yet homes for battered women are not fitted out to meet these needs. Older women need a 
quiet, comfortable environment that meets their emotional demands; instead, they find they must share small spaces 
with active young women who must care for small children in many cases. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
  This study aims to raise awareness of the status of older women who are victims of domestic violence and 
counter the ideas posed with the views and experiences of the heads of major service provider organisations. It 
intends to heighten awareness of the important need to detect and respond appropriately to cases of domestic 
violence in older women and intervene with resources that suit their needs, encouraging recognition of domestic 
violence as a social problem, rather than an individual or family one. At the same time, the study describes the age-
related beliefs that make it hard for victims to report abuse. 
  To ascertain the current situation in the Balearic Islands and examine the characteristics of the interventions that 
take place, we interviewed the nine heads of the following service provider organisations that cater to victims of 
domestic violence: the local police, national police, domestic violence courts, a 24-hour call service, domestic 
violence prevention services (Flassaders), a programme that caters to abusers, mental health services for victims of 
gender violence, the Balearic Women s Institute and the Red Cross  programme for female victims of gender 
violence (Atenpro). Information was obtained on three issues: the profile of battered women, most common type of 
abuse and the services  characteristics and interventions. 
 
3. Results 
 
 In the first place, the data collected shows that there are no specific resources for older women and that 
professionals follow a common action protocol for all victims. 
The predominant profile of service users were women between 18 and 45 years old with dependent children and 
low income levels who were economically dependent upon their abusers. Older women were the group that was 
least likely to request domestic violence services and filed the fewest complaints (10 complaints were registered at 
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the local police by women between 60 and 89 years old during 2009). The Flassaders service attended seven women 
over 64 years old in 2009; two of these cases had been reported by home help services and five by the victims  
children. The Balearic Women s Institute was involved in seven cases of battered women over 64 years old (2.85% 
of its applicants), the Red Cross  programme for victims of domestic violence did not treat anyone and the 24-hour 
service treated 17 women between the ages of 55 and 64 and 4 women older than 64. The psychological care service 
attended 13 victims over 60 years of age, which represented 0.06% of the users served in 2010. 
The majority of women had endured physical violence (one service reported that its figure was 95% of the 
victims it treated) and the same was true of psychological abuse, which ranged from 72.05% to 80% in the different 
services. Economic, sexual and isolation-related abuses were also identified, but less often. 
The heads of these services indicated that the following were some of the many obstacles to separating from, 
breaking with or reporting abusers: low economic level, education and beliefs, lack of social support, hope of a 
behavioural change in the abuser, fear of the abuser, lack of awareness of abuse, desire to keep the family together 
and the role assumed, lack of information on existing resources and assessment of resources as inadequate. 
On the other hand, they reported that improved sentencing (quicker and stricter), higher social awareness and 
improved resource networks were the main reasons that spurred victims to report abuse. 
Lastly, all the professionals agreed on the need to establish new guidelines for interventions aimed at older 
women and especially insisted that housing should be adapted to the loss of personal autonomy, that professionals 
need to be specialised and that coordination among services specialising in domestic violence should be improved. 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
In general, the experts agreed on the issues raised. The results report that, in fact, older women hardly ever ask 
for help from professionals or lodge complaints against their partners. As explained above, the respondents felt that 
one of the reasons that women endure abuse in silence is that they do not identify themselves as battered. Another 
reason is ignorance of the services available to victims or the consideration of these services as insufficient; in short, 
a lack of information exists. To combat this, the victims  awareness must be raised; victims should be made to 
understand the dynamics of power and control present in many situations of domestic violence and the importance 
of asking for help. To achieve this, information and publicity campaigns aimed at all ages must be promoted. 
Similarly, professionals should have specialised training to help detect signs of abuse, improve interventions and 
enhance the victims  sense of support and safety. Lack of social support stands out as one of the most common 
problems. Seniors need specific professional assistance in coping with traumatic experiences and the negative 
emotions related to years of abuse; they also need guidelines for restructuring the meaning of their lives and learning 
how to make autonomous decisions. 
At the macrosocial level, public awareness should be boosted and socio-legal structures should be changed. The 
perceptions and experiences of women who have survived abuse should be included in research and in planning and 
managing services. 
The experts affirmed that the sexist beliefs associated with the age of elderly victims are major barriers to 
reporting. The influence of social and cultural values that traditional families opt for and the sacredness of marriage 
usually predominate among these women s beliefs, as does the negative appraisal of divorce by relatives or friends 
of the same age. There is a significant trend in this group to secrecy, i.e., to not revealing what happens inside the 
home, which also hinders reporting these experiences. Furthermore, bearing abuse for so many years gives these 
victims a sense of helplessness, which encourages them to accept their impotence; they assume that the violence will 
not change. It should also be noted that victims often firmly believe they must be responsible for their families, 
including their spouses, and thus assume the role of protectors and caretakers of all family members. All these 
beliefs are usually deeply rooted and stronger in women age 60 or older, who were raised with conceptions that 
favoured gender inequality and justified the imposition of power and the subordination of women. Therefore, 
education is the key to change; respect for women and the elderly should be instilled from an early age and gender 
equality should be promoted. 
One of the most important contributions of the heads of the services interviewed was that interventions should be 
developed that focus on the victims  characteristics and needs. When victims are seniors, they prefer to stay 
comfortably and quietly at home, surrounded by the environment and people they know; thus, the most interesting 
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type of resources is one that combines home support and the availability of community programmes. This would 
allow victims to get help when they need it, perceive support and have a space where they feel safe from abuse 
(Kingsley, 2002). However, it is not always possible for victims of violence to stay at home and housing for them 
must be resorted to. These residences should be tailored to victims  needs; the special characteristics of age and 
possible limitations that may arise from the loss of autonomy from which some older women suffer must be taken 
into consideration. Similarly, social support, financial issues, educational, job-related and economic resources, 
pension benefits and the cultural perception of divorce or separation, among others, are elements influenced by age 
and years of living with abusers; therefore, they require special attention as well. The same reflection was noted and 
shared by all the service organisation managers, who consider that the policies designed must allocate resources for 
implementing specialised services or teams. Similarly, they agree that the lack of services designed to meet the 
elderly s needs will be perceived as a barrier to separation from abusers. This fear is heightened when it comes to 
older women who are not economically solvent and therefore, depend on their partners to survive. 
As the experts stressed, proper coordination of police, legal, health and social services is essential to the success 
of these measures. 
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